ch. iv	THE END	40?
no need for you to teach me!" she exclaimed once—
foolishly, she saw afterwards, for Sophie had been quick
quick. "Well, you had your turn when we were children,"
she had answered	They would tease her and taunt her,
she knew. Generally she was a match for them all But
now she was tired. They would laugh at her, and so have
her at their mercy. There was nothing she could do but
escape, and she rose with careful slowness, that they might
not guess she was running away, and said that she had just
been going to her room. A little flicker of humour prompted
her to add: "Are you going to play cards, the four of you?
You must ring for candles and have the fire made up.*'
"Could you spare us a few minutes?" Allard said,
"Why, yes." But her voice would not ring with surprise.
"I hope nothing has happened."
"I'm afraid something rather serious has happened."
"Nothing to Pieter!" she made herself exclaim, but
again her tone was false. She knew that Sophie had shot
her bolt.
"Oh no, Father's all right," Allard replied.
He and Goof seated themselves on the fender. His wife
—always to be thought of as Allard's wife, never as
Marietje, a diminutive that sounded ridiculous whenever
it was applied to her—took a chair and planted a hand on
each knee. Sophie stood apart, a thin black tree growing
out of the carpet, swaying a little but rooted.
Allard cleared his throat. "No doubt you'll be able to
explain," he began. "But it's very unpleasant—extremely
unpleasant for all of us. In all our interests—not just our
own, I mean, but the family's—it is absolutely necessary
to clear her character."
"Oh, begin at the beginning, Allard," his wife ex-
claimed. "There's no going back on it now. You can't say
what you have to say and be polite. Besides, Ella knows afi
about it. You're telling her nothing she doesn't know and
ought not to be ashamed to know."
"Say that again." They looked up like foolish children
to see the Baron a few yards within the room, his crested
hair and white collar breaking from the distant shadows.

